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There’s matter in these sighs, these profound heaves.


You must translate: ’tis fit we understand them.


(Hamlet, 4.1.1–2)





FEAR
NOT.




Have you ever found yourself looking at a Shakespeare play, then down at the footnotes, then back up at the play, and still not understanding? You know what the individual words mean, but they don’t add up. SparkNotes’ No Fear Shakespeare will help you break through all that. Put the pieces together with our easy-to-read translations. Soon you’ll be reading Shakespeare’s own words fearlessly—and actually enjoying it.







No Fear Shakespeare pairs Shakespeare’s language with a translation into modern English—the kind of English people actually speak today. When Shakespeare’s words make your head spin, our translation will help you sort out what’s happening, who’s saying what, and why.



























CHARACTERS




Isabella (also known as Isabel)—A virtuous and chaste young woman and devoted sister. Isabella pleads for her brother’s life when he is sentenced to death for having unlawful sex. Isabella is a spiritual person, and initially plans to become a nun.


Duke Vincentio—An unfailingly virtuous, good, and kind-hearted character. Duke Vincentio spends most of his time disguised as a friar to observe what is happening in his absence. He tends to rule leniently, which is why he enlists Angelo’s help.


Claudio—Isabella’s brother. Claudio is young man sentenced to death for impregnating his fiancée before they were married. Claudio depends less on the guidance of laws and religious practices than on that of his sister.


Angelo—The villain of the play. He rules strictly and without mercy. He also proves himself to be a hypocrite who does not adhere to the strict rules he imposes on those around him.


Escalus—A wise lord who advises Angelo to be more merciful. He is loyal to the duke and seeks to carry out his orders justly, but he cannot go against Angelo’s will.


Lucio—A flamboyant bachelor who provides much of the play’s comedic content. Lucio is a friend of Claudio’s and tries to help him.


Mariana—Angelo’s former fiancée. She was supposed to marry Angelo, but he called the wedding off when she lost her dowry in a shipwreck that killed her brother.


Mistress Overdone—The manager of a brothel in Vienna.


Pompey—A clown who also works for Mistress Overdone.


Provost—The prison-keeper who is responsible for carrying out all of Angelo’s orders.


Elbow—A dim-witted constable who arrests people for misconduct, particularly of the sexual variety. Elbow speaks in malapropisms and provides comic relief throughout the play.


Barnardine—A long-term prisoner of the jail. Barnardine is sentenced to be executed together with Claudio. The duke originally considers him hopeless and therefore dispensable but later changes his mind.


Juliet—Claudio’s lover. She is pregnant with his baby.
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ACT ONE


SCENE 1


Original Text


An apartment in the DUKE’s palace.


Enter DUKE VINCENTIO, ESCALUS, Lords and Attendants


DUKE VINCENTIO


Escalus.


ESCALUS


My lord.


DUKE VINCENTIO


Of government the properties to unfold,


Would seem in me to affect speech and discourse;


5


Since I am put to know that your own science


Exceeds, in that, the lists of all advice


My strength can give you. Then no more remains,


But that to your sufficiency as your Worth is able,


And let them work. The nature of our people,


10


Our city’s institutions, and the terms


For common justice, you’re as pregnant in


As art and practise hath enriched any


That we remember. There is our commission,


From which we would not have you warp. Call hither,


15


I say, bid come before us Angelo.


Exit an Attendant


What figure of us think you he will bear?


For you must know, we have with special soul


Elected him our absence to supply,


Lent him our terror, dress’d him with our love,


20


And given his deputation all the organs


Of our own power. What think you of it?





ESCALUS


If any in Vienna be of worth


To undergo such ample grace and honor,


It is Lord Angelo.


DUKE VINCENTIO


25


Look where he comes.


Enter ANGELO


ANGELO


Always obedient to your grace’s will,


I come to know your pleasure.


DUKE VINCENTIO


Angelo,


There is a kind of character in thy life,


30


That to the observer doth thy history


Fully unfold. Thyself and thy belongings


Are not thine own so proper as to waste


Thyself upon thy virtues, they on thee.


Heaven doth with us as we with torches do,


35


Not light them for themselves; for if our virtues


Did not go forth of us, ’twere all alike


As if we had them not. Spirits are not finely touch’d


But to fine issues, nor Nature never lends


The smallest scruple of her excellence


40


But, like a thrifty goddess, she determines


Herself the glory of a creditor,


Both thanks and use. But I do bend my speech


To one that can my part in him advertise.


Hold therefore, Angelo—


45


In our remove be thou at full ourself.


Mortality and mercy in Vienna


Live in thy tongue and heart. Old Escalus,


Though first in question, is thy secondary.


Take thy commission.





ANGELO


50


Now, good my lord,


Let there be some more test made of my mettle,


Before so noble and so great a figure


Be stamp’d upon it.


DUKE VINCENTIO


No more evasion.


55


We have with a leaven’d and prepared choice


Proceeded to you; therefore take your honors.


Our haste from hence is of so quick condition


That it prefers itself and leaves unquestion’d


Matters of needful value. We shall write to you,


60


As time and our concernings shall importune,


How it goes with us, and do look to know


What doth befall you here. So, fare you well;


To the hopeful execution do I leave you


Of your commissions.


ANGELO


65


Yet give leave, my lord,


That we may bring you something on the way.


DUKE VINCENTIO


My haste may not admit it.


Nor need you, on mine honor, have to do


With any scruple; your scope is as mine own,


70


So to enforce or qualify the laws


As to your soul seems good. Give me your hand.


I’ll privily away. I love the people,


But do not like to stage me to their eyes.


Though it do well, I do not relish well


75


Their loud applause and Aves vehement;


Nor do I think the man of safe discretion


That does affect it. Once more, fare you well.


ANGELO


The heavens give safety to your purposes!


ESCALUS


Lead forth and bring you back in happiness!





DUKE VINCENTIO


80


I thank you. Fare you well.


Exit


ESCALUS


I shall desire you, sir, to give me leave


To have free speech with you; and it concerns me


To look into the bottom of my place.


A power I have, but of what strength and nature


85


I am not yet instructed.


ANGELO


’Tis so with me. Let us withdraw together,


And we may soon our satisfaction have


Touching that point.


ESCALUS


I’ll wait upon your Honor.


Exeunt








 


ACT ONE


SCENE 1


Modern Text


A room in the duke’s palace. DUKE VINCENTIO enters, with ESCALUS and several lords and attendants.


DUKE VINCENTIO


Escalus.


ESCALUS


Yes, my lord?


DUKE VINCENTIO


Explaining government affairs always makes me talk excitedly. But since you know more about matters of government than I can ever tell you, the only thing left for me to say is this: rely on your natural ability, and let it work with your knowledge. You know as much, from both learning and experience, about the nature of our people, our city’s laws and procedures, and our legal system as anyone I can think of. Here are your written orders; do not deviate from them. (to Attendants) Go and order Angelo to come to me.


An attendant exits.


How do you think he’ll represent me?


For you must know, after careful consideration, I’ve chosen him to rule in my absence, deputizing him with the dread and love my presence inspires, and transferring to him all the tools in my power. What do you think?





ESCALUS


If anyone in Vienna deserves such an honor, it’s Lord Angelo.


DUKE VINCENTIO


Here he comes.


ANGELO enters.


ANGELO


Here I am, obedient as always; what can I do for you?


DUKE VINCENTIO


Angelo, there is a distinctive pattern to your life that tells people what sort of man you are. But your talents don’t belong to you alone, and you mustn’t waste them by keeping them to yourself. Heaven uses us the way we use a torch—not to shine for itself, but to shed light onto the world. If we don’t use our talents in the world, it would be the same as if we didn’t have those talents at all. People are given certain natures to accomplish certain things. Mother Nature doesn’t lend you even a smidgen of talent without expecting you to pay her back—with interest and gratitude. But here I am talking to someone who could instruct me! So, stand firm, Angelo1—in my absence, you’ll stand in for me completely. Vienna’s criminals will be executed or pardoned based on what you feel and say. Although old Escalus is senior to you, he’ll be your second-in-command. Take your written orders.





ANGELO


My good lord, please test me further before you raise me to such a high, prominent position.


DUKE VINCENTIO


No more procrastinating. I’ve chosen you after careful consideration, so accept the honor. It’s imperative that I leave now, even if it means leaving some important matters undiscussed. I’ll write to you when I have the time and feel the need, telling you how I am, and I’ll expect to hear how you’re doing. So, good-bye; I’ll leave you to carry out your orders—successfully, no doubt.


ANGELO


My lord, will you allow us to escort you part of the way?


DUKE VINCENTIO


Sorry, I’m in too big a rush. But please don’t have any doubts—you have all my authority to enforce or change the laws in any way that seems good to you. Let’s shake hands, and I’ll sneak off. I love the people but don’t like to parade before them. I don’t like their loud applause and emphatic cheering, though they can be politically useful; nor do I trust the judgment of any man who does desire such cheers and applause. Once again, good-bye.


ANGELO


May heaven grant you a safe trip!


ESCALUS


A happy departure, and a happy homecoming as well!





DUKE VINCENTIO


Thank you. Good-bye.


He exits.


ESCALUS


Sir, I’d like to have a frank talk with you because I want to figure out the exact nature of my new job. I know I’ve got some authority, but how much, and what kind, I’m not clear on.


ANGELO


Same with me. Let’s leave together and we’ll go figure it out.


ESCALUS


I’ll accompany you.


Everyone exits.





 




ACT 1, SCENE 2


Original Text


A street. Enter LUCIO and two GENTLEMEN


LUCIO


If the Duke with the other dukes come not to composition with the King of Hungary, why then all the dukes fall upon the king.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


Heaven grant us its peace, but not the King of Hungary’s!


SECOND GENTLEMAN


5


Amen.


LUCIO


Thou concludest like the sanctimonious pirate, that went to sea with the Ten Commandments but scraped one out of the table.


SECOND GENTLEMAN


‘Thou shalt not steal’?


LUCIO


10


Ay, that he razed.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


Why, ’twas a commandment to command the captain and all the rest from their functions: they put forth to steal. There’s not a soldier of us all, that, in the thanksgiving before meat, do relish the petition well that


15


prays for peace.


SECOND GENTLEMAN


I never heard any soldier dislike it.


LUCIO


I believe thee; for I think thou never wast where grace was said.


SECOND GENTLEMAN


No? A dozen times at least.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


20


What, in meter?





LUCIO


In any proportion or in any language.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


I think, or in any religion.


LUCIO


Ay, why not? Grace is grace, despite of all controversy: as, for example, thou thyself art a wicked villain, despite of


25


all grace.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


Well, there went but a pair of shears between us.


LUCIO


I grant; as there may between the lists and the velvet. Thou art the list.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


And thou the velvet. Thou art good velvet; thou’rt a


30


three-piled piece, I warrant thee. I had as life be a list of an English kersey as be piled, as thou art piled, for a French velvet. Do I speak feelingly now?


LUCIO


I think thou dost; and, indeed, with most painful feeling of thy speech. I will, out of thine own confession, learn


35


to begin thy health, but, whilst I live, forget to drink


after thee.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


I think I have done myself wrong, have I not?


SECOND GENTLEMAN


Yes, that thou hast, whether thou art tainted or free.


Enter [MISTRESS OVERDONE, a] Bawd


LUCIO


Behold, behold, where Madam Mitigation comes! I have


40


purchased as many diseases under her roof as come to—


SECOND GENTLEMAN


To what, I pray?





LUCIO


Judge.


SECOND GENTLEMAN


To three thousand dolours a year.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


Ay, and more.


LUCIO


45


A French crown more.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


Thou art always figuring diseases in me, but thou art full of error. I am sound.


LUCIO


Nay, not as one would say, healthy, but so sound as things that are hollow. Thy bones are hollow. Impiety has made


50


a feast of thee.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


(to MISTRESS OVERDONE) How now! Which of your hips has the most profound sciatica?


MISTRESS OVERDONE


Well, well; there’s one yonder arrested and carried to prison was worth five thousand of you all.


SECOND GENTLEMAN


55


Who’s that, I pray thee?


MISTRESS OVERDONE


Marry, sir, that’s Claudio, Signior Claudio.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


Claudio to prison? ’Tis not so.


MISTRESS OVERDONE


Nay, but I know ’tis so. I saw him arrested, saw him carried away; and, which is more, within these three days


60


his head to be chopped off.


LUCIO


But, after all this fooling, I would not have it so. Art thou sure of this?





MISTRESS OVERDONE


I am too sure of it. And it is for getting Madam Julietta with child.


LUCIO


65


Believe me, this may be. He promised to meet me two hours since, and he was ever precise in promise-keeping.


SECOND GENTLEMAN


Besides, you know, it draws something near to the speech we had to such a purpose.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


But, most of all, agreeing with the proclamation.


LUCIO


70


Away! Let’s go learn the truth of it.


Exeunt LUCIO and GENTLEMEN


MISTRESS OVERDONE


Thus, what with the war, what with the sweat, what with the gallows and what with poverty, I am custom-shrunk.


Enter POMPEY


How now! What’s the news with you?


POMPEY


Yonder man is carried to prison.


MISTRESS OVERDONE


75


Well, what has he done?


POMPEY


A woman.


MISTRESS OVERDONE


But what’s his offense?


POMPEY


Groping for trouts in a peculiar river.


MISTRESS OVERDONE


What, is there a maid with child by him?





POMPEY


80


No, but there’s a woman with maid by him. You have not heard of the proclamation, have you?


MISTRESS OVERDONE


What proclamation, man?


POMPEY


All houses in the suburbs of Vienna must be plucked down.


MISTRESS OVERDONE


85


And what shall become of those in the city?


POMPEY


They shall stand for seed. They had gone down too, but that a wise burgher put in for them.


MISTRESS OVERDONE


But shall all our houses of resort in the suburbs be pulled down?


POMPEY


90


To the ground, mistress.


MISTRESS OVERDONE


Why, here’s a change indeed in the commonwealth!


What shall become of me?


POMPEY


Come; fear you not. Good counselors lack no clients. Though you change your place, you need not change your


95


trade. I’ll be your tapster still. Courage! There will be pity taken on you. You that have worn your eyes almost out in the service, you will be considered.


MISTRESS OVERDONE


What’s to do here, Thomas Tapster? Let’s withdraw.


POMPEY


Here comes Signior Claudio, led by the provost to prison;


100


and there’s Madam Juliet.


Exeunt





Enter PROVOST, CLAUDIO, JULIET, and Officers


CLAUDIO


Fellow, why dost thou show me thus to the world?


Bear me to prison, where I am committed.


PROVOST


I do it not in evil disposition,


But from Lord Angelo by special charge.


CLAUDIO


105


Thus can the demigod Authority


Make us pay down for our offence by weight


The words of heaven; on whom it will, it will;


On whom it will not, so; yet still ’tis just.


Re-enter LUCIO and two Gentlemen


LUCIO


Why, how now, Claudio! Whence comes this restraint?


CLAUDIO


110


From too much liberty, my Lucio, liberty.


As surfeit is the father of much fast,


So every scope by the immoderate use


Turns to restraint. Our natures do pursue,


Like rats that ravin down their proper bane,


115


A thirsty evil; and when we drink we die.


LUCIO


If I could speak so wisely under an arrest, I would send for certain of my creditors. And yet, to say the truth, I had as lief have the foppery of freedom as the morality of imprisonment. What’s thy offence, Claudio?


CLAUDIO


120


What but to speak of would offend again.


LUCIO


What, is’t murder?


CLAUDIO


No.





LUCIO


Lechery?


CLAUDIO


Call it so.


PROVOST


125


Away, sir, you must go.


CLAUDIO


One word, good friend. Lucio, a word with you.


LUCIO


A hundred, if they’ll do you any good. Is lechery so look’d after?


CLAUDIO


Thus stands it with me: upon a true contract


130


I got possession of Julietta’s bed.


You know the lady; she is fast my wife,


Save that we do the denunciation lack


Of outward order. This we came not to,


Only for propagation of a dower


135


Remaining in the coffer of her friends,


From whom we thought it meet to hide our love


Till time had made them for us. But it chances


The stealth of our most mutual entertainment


With character too gross is writ on Juliet.


LUCIO


140


With child, perhaps?


CLAUDIO


Unhappily, even so.


And the new deputy now for the Duke—


Whether it be the fault and glimpse of newness,


Or whether that the body public be


145


A horse whereon the governor doth ride,


Who, newly in the seat, that it may know


He can command, lets it straight feel the spur;


Whether the tyranny be in his place,


Or in his emmence that fills it up,





150


I stagger in—but this new governor


Awakes me all the enrolled penalties


Which have, like unscour’d armour, hung by the wall


So long that nineteen zodiacs have gone round


And none of them been worn; and, for a name,


155


Now puts the drowsy and neglected act


Freshly on me: ’tis surely for a name.


LUCIO


I warrant it is. And thy head stands so tickle on thy shoulders that a milkmaid, if she be in love, may sigh it off. Send after the Duke and appeal to him.


CLAUDIO


160


I have done so, but he’s not to be found.


I prithee, Lucio, do me this kind service:


This day my sister should the cloister enter


And there receive her approbation.


Acquaint her with the danger of my state:


165


Implore her, in my voice, that she make friends


To the strict deputy; bid herself assay him.


I have great hope in that; for in her youth


There is a prone and speechless dialect,


Such as move men; beside, she hath prosperous art


170


When she will play with reason and discourse,


And well she can persuade.


LUCIO


I pray she may; as well for the encouragement of the like, which else would stand under grievous imposition, as for the enjoying of thy life, who I would be sorry should be


175


thus foolishly lost at a game of tick-tack. I’ll to her.


CLAUDIO


I thank you, good friend Lucio.


LUCIO


Within two hours.


CLAUDIO


Come, officer, away!


Exeunt








 


ACT 1, SCENE 2


Modern Text


A street. LUCIO and two GENTLEMEN enter.


LUCIO


If our duke, along with the other dukes, can’t reach an agreement with the King of Hungary, they’re all going to attack him.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


May God give us peace—except not with Hungary.


SECOND GENTLEMAN


Amen.


LUCIO


You talk like the self-righteous pirate who went to sea with the Ten Commandments but cut out one of the commandments.


SECOND GENTLEMAN


Was it “Thou shalt not steal”?


LUCIO


Yep, that’s the one.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


Right, because that commandment would’ve put the captain and his pirate crew out of business—they went to sea to steal. When grace is being said before a meal, there’s not a soldier among us who likes a prayer for peace.


SECOND GENTLEMAN


I never heard any soldier say he dislikes it.


LUCIO


I believe you—I don’t think you’ve ever been at a table where they said grace.


SECOND GENTLEMAN


No? I’ve heard it a dozen times at least.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


What, in verse?





LUCIO


In any form or in any language.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


Or in any religion.


LUCIO


Well, why not? Grace is grace, no matter what your religious beliefs are, just like you’re a scoundrel, no matter how much grace you have.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


Hey, you and I are cut from the same cloth.


LUCIO


Right—the way a piece of velvet and the scrap ends are from the same cloth. You’re the scrap.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


And you’re the velvet: a nice, thick piece of piled velvet. I swear, I’d rather be a piece of plain, English cloth than be like you, a French velvet that’s full of piles2 and STDs. Got you there, didn’t I?


LUCIO


I think you did, and from the painful way you talk, I think something’s got you down there. I’d be glad to toast your health; just remind me never to drink from your glass after you.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


I guess I set myself up, didn’t I?


SECOND GENTLEMAN


Yeah, you did, whether you’ve got something or not.


MISTRESS OVERDONE enters.


LUCIO


Oh, look, here comes Madam Satisfaction. The number of venereal diseases I’ve caught under her roof comes to—


SECOND GENTLEMAN


To what?





LUCIO


Guess.


SECOND GENTLEMAN


Three thousand dollars’3 worth.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


Yeah, and more.


LUCIO


A syphilis sore4 more.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


You’re always suggesting I’m diseased, but you’re wrong. I’m sound and healthy.


LUCIO


You may be sound, but you’re not healthy. Your bones sound hollow. Loose living has eaten out your insides.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


Hey, there! In which hip is the pain of your sciatica worse?


MISTRESS OVERDONE


Well, well. There’s someone over there who’s been arrested and hauled off to prison who was worth five thousand of you all.


SECOND GENTLEMAN


Who’s that?


MISTRESS OVERDONE


That’s Claudio, Mister Claudio.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


Claudio in prison? It can’t be true.


MISTRESS OVERDONE


I know it’s true: I saw him arrested and saw him carried away, and what’s more, they’re chopping his head off in three days.


LUCIO


All kidding aside, I’d hate for this to be true. Are you sure?





MISTRESS OVERDONE


I’m all too sure. It’s for getting Miss Juliet pregnant.


LUCIO


She might be right about this. He promised to meet me two hours ago, and he always keeps his promises.


SECOND GENTLEMAN


You know, this is exactly the sort of thing we were just talking about.


FIRST GENTLEMAN


Most of all it fits with the public proclamation that was made.


LUCIO


Let’s go see if we can get to the bottom of this.


LUCIO and the GENTLEMEN exit.


MISTRESS OVERDONE


What with the war, plague5, executions, and general poverty, I’m losing business.


POMPEY enters.


Hi! What’s new with you?


POMPEY


That man over there is being hauled off to prison.


MISTRESS OVERDONE


What did he do?


POMPEY


A woman.


MISTRESS OVERDONE


But what’s his crime?


POMPEY


Fishing in the “private part” of a river.


MISTRESS OVERDONE


What, a virgin is pregnant because of him?





POMPEY


No, but a woman’s having a child because of him. You haven’t heard about the proclamation, have you?


MISTRESS OVERDONE


What proclamation, man?


POMPEY


All the brothels in the suburbs of Vienna must be torn down.


MISTRESS OVERDONE


And what about those in the city?


POMPEY


They’ll be left standing. They would’ve been destroyed, too, but a savvy businessman bought them.


MISTRESS OVERDONE


But all our brothels in the suburbs are going to be demolished?


POMPEY


Down to the ground, ma’am.


MISTRESS OVERDONE


Wow, that’s a change for the country. What’s going to happen to me?


POMPEY


Come on, don’t worry. Good lawyers never lack for clients. Though you change locations, you don’t need to change professions. I’ll still be your bartender, Courage! They’ll take pity on you; all of you that have grown old and gray servicing people will be repaid.


MISTRESS OVERDONE


What’s all this fuss, Thomas Tapster? Let’s get out of here.


POMPEY


Here comes Mister Claudio, led to prison by the provost. And there’s Miss Juliet.


They exit.





PROVOST, CLAUDIO (hands tied), JULIET, and officers enter.


CLAUDIO


Man, why are you parading me like this in front of everyone? Take me off to prison already.


PROVOST


I’m not being cruel. It’s Lord Angelo’s special order.


CLAUDIO


This is how the authorities, like gods, make us pay for our crimes. As the Bible says, God has mercy on those he chooses to have mercy on, and doesn’t have mercy on those he chooses not to6, and so on. I suppose that’s fair.


LUCIO and two gentlemen re-enter.


LUCIO


Claudio! Why are you being arrested?


CLAUDIO


For being too promiscuous, Lucio, too promiscuous. The same way overeating leads to fasting, and overdoing anything leads to being restricted. Like rats gobbling up rat poison, we have a thirst for harmful things, and when we drink them we die.


LUCIO


If I could speak so well while under arrest, I’d ask a few creditors I know to come and lock me up. Though frankly, I’d rather be foolish and free than wise and a prisoner. What’s your crime, Claudio?


CLAUDIO


To speak of it would be another crime.


LUCIO


What, is it murder?


CLAUDIO


No.





LUCIO


Lechery?


CLAUDIO


You could call it that.


PROVOST


Sir, you have to go.


CLAUDIO


(to the PROVOST) Just a minute, good friend. Lucio, let me have a word with you.


LUCIO


A hundred, if they’ll do you any good.


Is lechery regulated now?


CLAUDIO


Here’s what happened: I slept with Julietta after we got engaged. You know her—she’s practically my wife, except that we haven’t had an official ceremony. The only reason we didn’t was to increase the amount of the dowry she might receive from her friends and relatives. We thought we’d hide our love until we had a chance to win them over. But it turned out our secret intimacy had an all-too-obvious effect on Juliet.


LUCIO


Pregnant, huh?


CLAUDIO


Unfortunately, yes. And this new deputy of the duke’s—I can’t say whether he’s been blinded by his new power or if he sees the public like a horse to be broken in, so he digs his spurs in right away to show it who’s boss; or if he’s just a bully; or if being a bully is part of the job. But this new governor is taking all these old penalties that, like rusty armor hanging on the wall, haven’t been used in years and is applying them to me. He’s imposing all these unenforced, long-ignored laws on me to make a name for himself. That has to be it, to make his name.





LUCIO


I bet it is; and your head sits so precariously on your shoulders right now that the sigh of a lovesick milkmaid could knock it off. Contact the duke and appeal to him.


CLAUDIO


I tried, but he can’t be found. Please, Lucio, do this favor for me: My sister’s entering a convent and starting her training period today. Tell her the danger I’m in, and implore her, in my name, to befriend this strict deputy and try to change his mind. I’ve got a lot of hope in her. Her youthful sweetness alone would move a man. Besides, she has a gift for rhetoric, and she can really persuade people.


LUCIO


I pray she can, for the lives of everyone like you who could now be punished, as well as for your own life, which I’d be sad to see lost so stupidly for playing with you7. I’ll go to her.


CLAUDIO


Thank you, Lucio. You’re a good friend.


LUCIO


I’ll be there in two hours.


CLAUDIO


Okay, officer, let’s go.


All exit.





 




ACT 1, SCENE 3


Original Text


A monastery. Enter DUKE VINCENTIO and FRIAR THOMAS


DUKE VINCENTIO


No, holy father; throw away that thought.


Believe not that the dribbling dart of love


Can pierce a complete bosom. Why I desire thee


To give me secret harbor, hath a purpose


5


More grave and wrinkled than the aims and ends


Of burning youth.


FRIAR THOMAS


May your grace speak of it?


DUKE VINCENTIO


My holy sir, none better knows than you


How I have ever loved the life removed


10


And held in idle price to haunt assemblies


Where youth, and cost, and witless bravery keeps.


I have deliver’d to Lord Angelo,


A man of stricture and firm abstinence,


My absolute power and place here in Vienna,


15


And he supposes me travell’d to Poland;


For so I have strew’d it in the common ear,


And so it is received. Now, pious sir,


You will demand of me why I do this?


FRIAR THOMAS


Gladly, my lord.


DUKE VINCENTIO


20


We have strict statutes and most biting laws.


The needful bits and curbs to headstrong weeds,


Which for this nineteen years we have let slip;


Even like an o’ergrown lion in a cave,


That goes not out to prey. Now, as fond fathers,


25


Having bound up the threatening twigs of birch,


Only to stick it in their children’s sight


For terror, not to use, in time the rod





Becomes more mock’d than fear’d; so our decrees,


Dead to infliction, to themselves are dead;


30


And liberty plucks justice by the nose;


The baby beats the nurse, and quite athwart


Goes all decorum.


FRIAR THOMAS


It rested in your grace


To unloose this tied-up justice when you pleased,


35


And it in you more dreadful would have seem’d


Than in Lord Angelo.


DUKE VINCENTIO


I do fear, too dreadful.


Sith ’twas my fault to give the people scope,


’Twould be my tyranny to strike and gall them


40


For what I bid them do: for we bid this be done,


When evil deeds have their permissive pass


And not the punishment. Therefore indeed, my father,


I have on Angelo imposed the office;


Who may, in the ambush of my name, strike home,


45


And yet my nature never in the fight


To do in slander. And to behold his sway,


I will, as ’twere a brother of your order,


Visit both prince and people. Therefore, I prithee,


Supply me with the habit and instruct me


50


How I may formally in person bear me


Like a true friar. More reasons for this action


At our more leisure shall I render you;


Only, this one: Lord Angelo is precise;


Stands at a guard with envy; scarce confesses


55


That his blood flows, or that his appetite


Is more to bread than stone. Hence shall we see,


If power change purpose, what our seemers be.


Exeunt








 


ACT 1, SCENE 3


Modern Text


A monastery. DUKE VINCENTIO and FRIAR THOMAS enter.


DUKE VINCENTIO


No, holy father, forget that idea. Don’t think that Cupid’s feeble arrow can pierce this invulnerable bosom. I want you to shelter me secretly for a reason more ageless and serious than any youthful, burning desire.


FRIAR THOMAS


Can you talk about it?


DUKE VINCENTIO


Reverend sir, no one knows better than you how I’ve always loved the quiet life and never cared much for the social scene where young people brag and throw their money around. I’ve given Lord Angelo, a man of strict self-discipline and self-denial, my absolute power and position here in Vienna. He thinks I’ve gone to Poland, since I’ve spread that rumor among the general public, and everybody believes it. Now, religious sir, do you want to know why I did this?


FRIAR THOMAS


Yes, my lord.


DUKE VINCENTIO


I instituted strict statutes and firm laws, necessary controls for headstrong human natures, but for nineteen years I’ve let them grow lax, like an old, fat lion that lies in his cave and never leaves to hunt. Now, a doting father can make a birch whipping rod and wave it in his children’s faces, but if he only threatens and never uses it, eventually they’ll laugh at it and not fear it. Similarly, our regulations have gone unenforced, and so they’re as good as dead. People are flouting the law with their loose living. The proper order of things is turned upside down, as if babies were spanking their nannies.





FRIAR THOMAS


It was in your lordship’s ability to get the justice system working again whenever you wanted. And it would’ve been taken more seriously if you’d done it, rather than Lord Angelo.


DUKE VINCENTIO


Too seriously, I’m afraid. Since it was my fault to give the people so much freedom, I’d seem like a real tyrant now to whip them for things I allowed them to do. We essentially tell people to misbehave when we give evil deeds a pass and don’t punish them. So, friar, I’ve given the job to Angelo. He can effectively deal with this, in my name—but since I’m not personally involved, I won’t look bad. To see how he rules, I’d like to visit him and the people disguised as one of your order’s monks. So please furnish me with a robe and teach me how to behave like a real friar. When there’s more time, I’ll give you additional reasons for my actions. For now, I’ll tell you this one: Lord Angelo is a puritanical man, constantly guarding himself against desire8, the type who barely admits blood flows in his veins. So if power changes a person’s principles, we’ll see how he really is.


They exit.





 




ACT 1, SCENE 4


Original Text


A convent. Enter ISABELLA and FRANCISCA


ISABELLA


And have you nuns no farther privileges?


FRANCISCA


Are not these large enough?


ISABELLA


Yes, truly. I speak not as desiring more,


But rather wishing a more strict restraint


5


Upon the sisterhood, the votarists of Saint Clare.


LUCIO


(within) Ho! Peace be in this place!


ISABELLA


Who’s that which calls?


FRANCISCA


It is a man’s voice. Gentle Isabella,


Turn you the key, and know his business of him.


10


You may, I may not. You are yet unsworn.


When you have vow’d, you must not speak with men


But in the presence of the prioress.


Then, if you speak, you must not show your face,


Or, if you show your face, you must not speak.


15


He calls again; I pray you, answer him.


Exit


ISABELLA


Peace and prosperity! Who is’t that calls?


Enter LUCIO


LUCIO


Hail, virgin, if you be, as those cheek-roses


Proclaim you are no less! Can you so stead me


As bring me to the sight of Isabella,


20


A novice of this place and the fair sister


To her unhappy brother Claudio?





ISABELLA


Why “her unhappy brother”? Let me ask,


The rather for I now must make you know


I am that Isabella and his sister.


LUCIO


25


Gentle and fair, your brother kindly greets you.


Not to be weary with you, he’s in prison.


ISABELLA


Woe me! For what?


LUCIO


For that which, if myself might be his judge,


He should receive his punishment in thanks:


30


He hath got his friend with child.


ISABELLA


Sir, make me not your story.


LUCIO


’Tis true.


I would not—though ’tis my familiar sin


With maids to seem the lapwing and to jest,


35


Tongue far from heart—play with all virgins so.


I hold you as a thing ensky’d and sainted.


By your renouncement an immortal spirit,


And to be talk’d with in sincerity,


As with a saint.


ISABELLA


40


You do blaspheme the good in mocking me.


LUCIO


Do not believe it. Fewness and truth, ’tis thus:


Your brother and his lover have embraced:


As those that feed grow full, as blossoming time


That from the seedness the bare fallow brings


45


To teeming foison, even so her plenteous womb


Expresseth his full tilth and husbandry.


ISABELLA


Someone with child by him? My cousin Juliet?





LUCIO


Is she your cousin?


ISABELLA


Adoptedly; as school-maids change their names


50


By vain though apt affection.


LUCIO


She it is.


ISABELLA


O, let him marry her.


LUCIO


This is the point.


The Duke is very strangely gone from hence;


55


Bore many gentlemen, myself being one,


In hand and hope of action: but we do learn


By those that know the very nerves of state,


His givings-out were of an infinite distance


From his true-meant design. Upon his place,


60


And with full line of his authority,


Governs Lord Angelo, a man whose blood


Is very snow-broth; one who never feels


The wanton stings and motions of the sense,


But doth rebate and blunt his natural edge


65


With profits of the mind, study and fast.


He—to give fear to use and liberty,


Which have for long run by the hideous law,


As mice by lions—hath pick’d out an act,


Under whose heavy sense your brother’s life


70


Falls into forfeit: he arrests him on it;


And follows close the rigour of the statute,


To make him an example. All hope is gone,


Unless you have the grace by your fair prayer


To soften Angelo. And that’s my pith of business


75


’Twixt you and your poor brother.


ISABELLA


Doth he so


Seek his life?





LUCIO


Has censured him already;


And, as I hear, the provost hath a warrant


80


For his execution.


ISABELLA


Alas! What poor ability’s in me


To do him good?


LUCIO


Assay the power you have.


ISABELLA


My power? Alas, I doubt—


LUCIO


85


Our doubts are traitors


And make us lose the good we oft might win


By fearing to attempt. Go to Lord Angelo,


And let him learn to know, when maidens sue,


Men give like gods; but when they weep and kneel,


90


All their petitions are as freely theirs


As they themselves would owe them.


ISABELLA


I’ll see what I can do.


LUCIO


But speedily.


ISABELLA


I will about it straight;


95


No longer staying but to give the mother


Notice of my affair. I humbly thank you.


Commend me to my brother. Soon at night


I’ll send him certain word of my success.


LUCIO


I take my leave of you.


ISABELLA


100


Good sir, adieu.


Exeunt








 


ACT 1, SCENE 4


Modern Text


A convent. ISABELLA and FRANCISCA enter.


ISABELLA


And so you nuns have no other privileges?


FRANCISCA


Aren’t these enough?


ISABELLA


Oh, yes. I didn’t mean I wanted more freedom. Actually, I wish there were even more restrictions on the Saint Claire sisterhood.


LUCIO


(offstage) Hello! Peace to this place!


ISABELLA


Who’s that?


FRANCISCA


It’s a man’s voice. Isabella, unlock the door and ask him what he wants. I can’t, but you can, since you haven’t taken your vows yet. Once you have, you’ll only be able to speak with men in the presence of the Mother Superior. Then, if you speak, you mustn’t show your face. Or if you show your face, you mustn’t speak. He’s calling again. Please answer him.


She exits.


ISABELLA


Peace and prosperity! Who’s there?


LUCIO enters.


LUCIO


Well, hello, virgin—if you are one, as your rosy cheeks proclaim you to be. Can you help me to find Isabella, a novice here and the pretty sister to Claudio, her unlucky brother?





ISABELLA


Why “her unlucky brother”? I ask, because I’m Isabella, his sister.


LUCIO


Your brother sends you his love, sweet, pretty one. To get right to the point, he’s in prison.


ISABELLA


How awful! For what?


LUCIO


For something which, if you ask me, he should be thanked rather than punished. He’s gotten his lover pregnant.


ISABELLA


Sir, don’t make things up.


LUCIO


It’s true. I admit, I often play the deceiver and joker with young virgins and say things I don’t mean. But because of your religious vocation, I see you as a heavenly, spiritual being, and someone to speak to with sincerely, as I would a saint.


ISABELLA


You mock real saints by calling me one.


LUCIO


Don’t think that. In brief: your brother and his girl have slept together. And the same way your stomach gets full when you eat—and as a bare field, when you plant it, yields a rich harvest—her body shows the results of his plowing.


ISABELLA


He’s made someone pregnant? My cousin Juliet?





LUCIO


Is she your cousin?


ISABELLA


Unofficially, in the silly but sweet way schoolgirls swear to be sisters.


LUCIO


She’s the one.


ISABELLA


Oh, let him marry her.


LUCIO


Here’s the problem. The duke has mysteriously left town. He deluded many men—myself included—with the hope of some military action. But now we hear from government insiders that his publicly announced reasons for leaving were far from his real plans. In his place, and with his full authority, Lord Angelo rules. This is a man whose blood is like melted snow, never warmed by uncontrolled lust, but who represses and dulls his natural appetites with exercises for the mind—studying and fasting. To scare folks who are habitually promiscuous and have evaded the law like mice running past a lion, he’s found a severe act that, if taken literally, would cost your brother his life. He’s arrested him under it and plans to make an example of him by strictly applying this law. All hope is gone, unless you can soften Angelo with your pretty prayers. That’s the essence of this errand between you and your poor brother.


ISABELLA


Does he really intend to kill him?





LUCIO


He’s already sentenced him to death, and I hear the provost has the warrant for his execution.


ISABELLA


Oh, dear! What can a poor girl like me do to help?


LUCIO


Test the power you have.


ISABELLA


My power? I doubt—


LUCIO


Our doubts work against us and make us lose the good things we often could win by making us scared to try. Go to Lord Angelo, and show him that when girls plead, men give like gods. But when girls cry and kneel, their requests are granted even more freely, as if the girls were asking themselves for permission.


ISABELLA


I’ll see what I can do.


LUCIO


Make it fast.


ISABELLA


I’ll go right away, as soon as I give notice of my business to the Mother Superior. Thank you so much. Give my brother my love. I’ll let him know how I made out early this evening.


LUCIO


I’ll go now.


ISABELLA


Good-bye, sir.


They exit.







1 The phrase “hold therefore” used in Shakespeare’s original has several potential meanings. It could mean either “Stand firm” or Angelo could be starting to protest (as he does later on) and Duke Vincentio could be saying, “Stop, don’t interrupt me.” It could also mean “Here, take this,” as the duke hands Angelo his commission, or tries to.


2 Shakespeare plays on the word “piles” here. Piled velvet was plush, but “piles” refers also to the STD syphilis, commonly called the French disease. Syphilis leaves sores that at the time were often covered with velvet patches.


3 “Dolours”: A pun, meaning both the French word for “sadnesses” and “dollars.”


4 In the original, Shakespeare is punning on the word “crown.” A French “crown” is both a coin and a reference to a bald head, which often resulted from treatment for syphilis (“the French disease”).


5 “The sweat” could mean the plague of sweating sickness, or it could refer to “the sweating tub,” a kind of hot tub treatment for STDs.


6 A Biblical reference, specifically Romans 9: “Therefore hath he mercy on whom he will have mercy, and whom he will he hardeneth.”


7 “Tick-tack” In Shakespeare’s original refers to a board game in which pegs are inserted into holes—so, a game with a sexual connotation.


8 The phrase “his appetite is more to bread than stone” in Shakespeare’s original is a Biblical reference, specifically Matthew 7: “Or what man is there of you, whom if his son ask bread, will he give him a stone?”
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